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HENRY PERRINE, PIONEER BOTANIST
AND HORTICULTURIST
[In the July issue last, there appeared a hitherto unpublished diary, of Mrs. Hester Perrine Walker, a survivor of the
Indian massacre at Indian Key, on August 7, 1840, in which
her father, the noted pioneer and botanist, lost his life. This
volume of reminiscences, so intensely interesting in its depiction of the daily vicissitudes of pioneer life, graphically climaxed by the tragic occurrence of the massacre, has aroused
among its readers a desire for further knowledge of the lifework of this pioneer horticulturist of Florida. Mrs. Sarah
R. W. Palmer, of Miami, a grand-daughter of Dr. Perrine,
tells of the achievements of Henry Perrine’s nine years of experimentation in plant introduction.)

In the archives at Washington are records which
show that Dr. Perrine’s experiments (How he hated
that word “experiment”, insisting that the township
of land in Florida be granted him for “demonstration” work) were begun nine years before his death
and were by no means unfruitful.
In 1835, when Richard Rush, then acting Secretary of State, issued his circular letter to all foreign
consuls to gather and transmit to Washington all
seeds and plants indigenous to their posts, Dr. Perrine
was the only consul who obeyed in spirit and in truth.
This awakening of governmental interest in the
economic value of plant introduction was the beginning of our great Agricultural Department.
Dr. Perrine has frequently been termed a visionary, yet so little did great men regard him as such,
that Richard Rush, when sent to England for renewal
efforts to secure the John Smithson Legacy then in
Chancery for years, requested Henry Perrine to accompany him, not as an official from Washington, but
as an able scientist to convince England that John
Smithson’s legacy would be ably handled for the pur-
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pose and intention of introducing foreign plants and
trees. By their intelligent and persuasive presentation of the subject, the litigation was settled and
Richard Rush and Henry Perrine returned with the
Smithsonian Foundation. If, as a diplomat, Henry
Perrine’s intelligent representation of this country as
Consul to Yucatan was erased from the roll of his
achievements; if, as a physician, his valiant fights
against the scourge of the dread yellow fever in
Campeachy, Yucatan, and in Natchez, Mississippi,
were disregarded; if, as a botanist, his awakening of
governmental interest in experimental agriculture had
not been of permanent productiveness, his fruitful
mission to England which resulted in the found&ion
of the great Smithsonian Institute should entitle him
to more recognition than he has received at the hands
of historians.
As for his botanical demonstrations, the work in
which he was most interested, he was years in advance of other botanists in recognizing the fact that
agriculture, and horticulture more especially, should
be called aericulture, so much more do plants and
trees rely on the air than on the soil for their sustenance ; hence Dr. Perrine’s comment about the climate of Florida being of more account than the soil.
His well conceived plan was to introduce into Florida
the plants he knew nature could so well care for in
this Cod endowed state that his grandchildren’s generation would think them wild. As evidence, our socalled “Florida’s Wild Lime Belt” is not wild at all,
Dr. Perrine having brought the first handful of lime
seeds from Yucatan in 1827.
From the seven plants of the Agave Sisalana, introduced by Dr. Perrine from Yucatan in 1834 (possibly as early as 1827), three on the grant and four
at Cape Florida, sprang the thousands now growing
“wild” as far north as Jupiter. The reason for
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Dr. Perrine’s great interest in the Agave Sisalana (not Agave Rigida) was the fact that his demonstration proved its fibre superior to all fibers. Our
Navy today uses no other, unless unscrupulous manufacturers palm off Agave Rigida, henequen, or manilla fibre (Musa Abaca, banana plants) on unsuspicious agents. Dr. Perrine demonstrated to the satisfaction of the great Humboldt himself that this Agave
was a genus unto itself and must have a name, which
he gave it from its indigenous port-Sisal, Agave
Sisalana.
The Arabian coffee now growing “wild” in our
woods is attributable to Dr. Perrine’s demonstra- .
tions ; to him, also, is accredited the introduction of
quinine into this country for medicinal purposes.
The foregoing recital of successful experimentations is but a brief summary of the life work of Dr.
Perrine, a work which bequeathed to posterity a richer heritage. In the present age, when Florida is
known far and wide as the “garden spot of America”,
it is well to pause and pay homage to one who helped
to enrich and beautify her soil with the multitudinous
growth for which she is famous. His faith in his
adopted state was sublime: he gave his life in a demonstration of her productiveness. His prophetic vision of her future greatness is evidenced in the following paragraphs from a letter written October 23,
1834, to the Hon. Louis McLane, Secretary of State,
a letter which was the means of securing the first
governmental survey of’the southern end of the peninsular of Florida.
This unimproved territory will sustain the most productive plants for food, medicine, domestic economy, and the
social arts, which grow in air or water, on rocks or trees, in
miry marshes or moving sands, in the brightest sun or darkest shades, and yield the greatest amount of the comforts and
luxuries of physical life, with the least possible labor, and at
the least possible price; moreover, this tropical district is eas-
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ily susceptible of great improvement for all forms of vegeculture and all classes of population, inasmnch as the same
canals which may drain the inundated swamps (the Ever-glades) of their elevated interior, will irrigate the arid rocks
and sands of its lower seacoasts and furnish water carriage
and water power to the cultivators of both; its geographical
position and political government are superadded motive to
divert the emigration of our tropical agriculturists from
‘Texas and Cuba, and the voyages of our invalids from France
and Italy to tropical Florida; and, finally, all valuable tropical
plants may thence and thus be extended and acclimated
throughout our states at least as far as our improved tropical
staples of tobacco, cotton, rice, and sugar.
Both the government and people of the United States
have, heretofore, considered tropical Florida to be a sickly and
sterile territory on account of the swamps of its interior and
the sands of its coasts, and hence unworthy of the expense
and trouble of surveying, drainage, and sale; but the writer
has shown that it enjoys extraordinary climate, by which it
becomes at once both healthy and productive in even its rudest
natural state; that it possesses a peculiar formation, by which
it may speedily acquire all additional, advantages of a highly
improved condition; and that it is hence, alone, extremely
worthy of immediate surveying, drainage and sale, planting
and population.
SARAH R. W. PALMER.
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